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In this ethnographic study of lesbian, bisexual, and queer (LBQ) residents of four small cities 
in the United States (Ithaca, New York; San Luis Obispo, California; Greenfield, 
Massachusetts; and Portland, Maine) Japonica Brown-Saracino argues that places impact 
upon who we are and how we see ourselves in a much greater manner than we are aware of. 
‘How Places Make Us: Novel LBQ Identities in Four Small Cities’ draws on five distinct data 
sources and charts the stories and experiences of just over one hundred and seventy 
individuals. The book also contains a very good methodological appendix (pp.253-265) in 
which the author expands their discussion of the study design.  
 
The arguments advanced in this very interesting book run contrary to the dominant viewpoint 
/ concerns that globalisation (amongst a myriad of other factors) is causing place to 
homogenise, and place distinctions to wane. Brown-Saracino argues that even in the face of 
such forces, places and the people who live in them, remain distinctive. Indeed, the book 
demonstrates the perseverance of distinctive city cultures and the crucial role they play in 
shaping the character of their residents and maintaining unique individualities in people.   
Recent concerns about contemporary LGBTQI residential concentrations are allayed as this 
book clearly shows that they persist. And what Brown-Saracino does well is illuminate the 
“realities of the lesbian enclave”, and the divergent ways that LBQ residents describe and 
experience ‘Community’ (p.18). This in and of itself is a notable contribution in that it 
counters academic scepticism about “whether such enclaves have ever really existed” 
(p.244). 
 
How Places Make Us demonstrates that LBQ sexual identities are responsive to three 
dimensions of city ecology: ‘Abundance and acceptance’, ‘place narratives’, and the city’s 
‘socioscape’ (p.198). Brown-Saracino shows the reader that despite the LBQ residents 
sharing many demographic and cultural characteristics, their approaches to sexual identity 
politics and their relationships with both LBQ and heterosexual residents are noticeably 
different depending on where they reside. The experience of the participants from Ithica 
(Chapter one) clearly shows that there is no uniform ‘lesbian community’ there. Interactions 
between LBQ residents, and with their heterosexual neighbours in the city, orient how they 
view both themselves and other sexual minorities (pp. 58-59). Chapter two shows us that 
conditions experienced by LBQ residents in San Luis Obispo result in an insular, inward 
looking community, who rely almost exclusively on one another as they believe it is the best 
way for them to create a safe and supporting home in the city. Interestingly, Brown-Saracino 
argues that the myriad of factors which produce identity-based connections amongst San Luis 
Obispo’s lesbian community may in fact produce comparable ties for other groups (p. 100). 
The Portland case study (Chapter three) shows us that certain cities can place certain 
strictures on residents which can enable (or just as easily restrict) identity flexibility within 
that city; in the process increasing the likelihood that the city will produce numerous micro-
communities (p.151). Finally, the Greenfield case study (Chapter four) carefully considers 
what is shaping identity culture, revealing how identity cultures and ties react to local 
conditions and that fluctuations in those conditions can see what were previously stable 
identities and ties transform. In essence, the chapter shows how sexual identities are 
“responsive social identities that take form via context-specific interaction” (p.195). 
In conclusion, this is a book of significance for the readership of this journal. The text is 
authentic, and honest, and the narratives presented are grounded in the social and cultural 
context of the four cities in question. Its biggest contribution to the field is that, in short, it 
calls us to devote far more attention to how and why places matter. This book obliges us to 
call for “a differentiated social geography of sexual identities” (p.236). What is clearly 
demonstrated by Brown-Saracino in the pages of this text is that even if there is no singular 
identity politics (or all-encompassing way of understanding / examining it), sexual identity 
politics does still persist, and even in our ever increasingly globalized world, “that most 
personal of questions – Who am I? – is in fact answered collectively by the ecology of the 
city in which we live” (p.235).   
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